Sarcoidosis of the liver: to treat or not to treat?
Sarcoidosis is a non-caseating, granulomatous disease of incompletely understood aetiology that can affect nearly all organs including the liver. Hepatic involvement is thought to occur in 50-90% of patients but may remain undiagnosed in many cases. Evidence-based guidelines for the treatment of sarcoidosis of the liver are lacking. Patients usually receive no treatment or are treated pragmatically with corticosteroids. However, treatment with systemic corticosteroids has had mixed results. The use of ursodeoxycholic acid (UDCA) in the treatment of sarcoidosis-associated cholestasis has been reported by several groups, and is empirically prescribed to sarcoidosis patients with hepatic involvement. The effect of UDCA on symptoms and serum liver tests was investigated in a retrospective cohort study in which hepatic sarcoidosis patients had received either no treatment, prednisolone treatment or UDCA treatment. For all patients, laboratory results on ASAT, ALAT, AP and GGT were collected. Patients described the severity of their symptoms before and after treatment on a numerical scale. A total of 17 patients participated in the study. Serum liver tests in the group treated with UDCA had improved as compared with the other groups. Also, symptomatic improvement of pruritus and fatigue was reported in the group treated with UDCA. This retrospective cohort study supports the empirical first-line use of UDCA in the treatment of sarcoidosis of the liver, especially in symptomatic patients. Prospective randomised trials are needed to adequately support this concept.